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In the United States, people of different faiths live in a secular
society that focusses on the prosperity and pleasure of the
individual. Existing spiritual architecture serves the needs of
religious groups, but does not serve individuals in everyday life after
the group has dissolved. The creation of multi-faith architecture
that serves the need of the spiritual individual would better serve
contemporary people because it would better work spirituality into
the architectural fabric of contemporary society and because it
would address that faith and spirituality are at the individual level.
Because the ultimate goal of prayer and meditation is to put an
individual in relationship with the divine, the architecture must
encourage that relationship. That relationship can be established
through the manipulation of the elements of nature (i.e. fire, air,
water, and earth) because they are not religious-specific and have
symbolic meaning to people of all or no religion.
The project consists of four meditation sanctuaries, each on a
different site along Broadway in Manhattan and each designed

Ab s tr ac t

to focus on one specific element of nature. Each is designed have

i

program that allows for a range of involvement, from inspiration to
the passerby to spaces for individuals to meditate in solitude. Each is
designed to support and serve individuals with faith.
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Background

1

Daily Life of the Spiritual

While religious people form groups to cope with a secular society, they only
meet as a group about once a week, and typically intermingle with secular
society and people of other walks of life every day.

Scales in Architecture

Contemporary architecture has an existing language of varied scales to suit
the needs of people. Can religious architecture rework spirituality into the
contemporary architectural framework by applying this same language?

Where do people
who do not fit in
practice rituals?

Not Everyone Fits In

Spiritual architecture mainly serves religious groups, whether it be a
temple, mosque, or church designated to a specific group, or a multifaith center which are mainly used by groups. This architecture serves
to collect communities of believers. However, contemporary people do
not always fit into the defined groups, and also have a different sense of
community than previous generations may have. “Geographic distances
between cultures have been rendered less significant as a result of
improved travel and communications technologies…. At the same
time, globalization has led to an unprecedented mixing of cultures….
An immediate impact of globalization is that religious cultures are no
longer isolated from each other. No longer do people live out their
lives under the influence of a single belief system” (Fisher, 12-13).
Because not all individuals’s beliefs can fit into the strict definitions of
religious groups, existing spiritual architecture, which serves primarily
only defined religious groups, is not serving all people. “Surveys show
that neighborhood ties are weakened by geographic mobility and that
lower involvement in religious activities goes hand in hand with weaker
neighborhood ties” (Wuthnow). Without that sense of community,
people do not readily use spiritual architecture for the group, but still
have ritual needs that architecture for the individual could serve.
Multi-faith spiritual architecture that focuses on the individual would
address these problems and better suit the needs of contemporary
people.

Individuals take faith everywhere they go, not just in “sacred”
places.
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Images and information from
www.matildecassani.com

Precedents and Inspiration
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In this project, Matilde Cassani looked into the
basic needs for prayer rituals of Christianity,
Buddhism, Sikhism, and Islam. She then
created foldable 2m x 1m boxes that served as
platforms for prayer that could be transported
anywhere. It was a response to the makeshift
worship spaces of religious minorities in
Europe. This installation is an example of how
spiritual individuals who take faith outside
of both homes and traditionally “sacred”
places can be accommodated through the
understanding of their needs.

Matilde Cassani also started a project where
she had residents of New York City post
pictures of secular spaces that had been turned
into sacred spaces. These are a few examples.
This project shows that people wish to create
sacred moments in secular places.

Grotto Shrine

Sidewalk Chapel

Jews reciting Mincha in a storage room

Images and information from
www.matildecassani.com
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“Spiritual Devices,” 2010 for the “Territories of
the in/Human” exhibit in Stuttgart, Germany

http://srt251ocs.blogspot.com/2008/05/major-projectresearch.html

Specter Desouza Architects

UNESCO Meditation Space, Tadao Ando
http://www.stonesource.com/?completed-project=02022011-7

Prayer Pavilion of Light, DeBartolo Architects
http://archrecord.construction.com/projects/bts/archives/worship/10_Prayer_Pavilion/default.asp

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki

MIT Chapel, Eero Saarinen
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Research of Religious Tradition

Deity/Deities Deity/Deities Ultimate
Leader
Leader
or Spirit
or Spirit Desire/Goal

hristianity Christianity

Judaism

Islam

Hinduism

Buddhism
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One God, who is a
trinity, or 3
persons in one

Judaism
One God, who has
a covenant with
the Jewish people

Islam
One God, Allah

Hinduism
Polytheistic, but all
gods and beings
embody part of the
atman, or
universal soul

Ultimate
Holy
Primary
Holy
Desire/Goal
Writings
Populations
Writings

Relationship with Relationship with Worldwide, with
One God, who is a
God through Jesus, God through Jesus,Catholic Orthodox,
trinity,
or 3
Jesus
Christ
Jesus Christ
Bible
Bible
and following
and following
and Protestant
persons in one
Christ’s example
Christ’s example
branches
Obey God’s law
until the coming of
One God, who has
the Messiah, when a
a covenant
The
prophetswith
The prophets
peaceful age will
the Jewish people
begin and the dead
shall rise
Submission to the
will of God to find
peace, and to do
more good than bad
Muhammad
One God, Allah
Muhammad
in order to go to
Paradise and escape
the Fire after
resurrecting
Achieving moksha,
Polytheistic, but all
or the liberation
gods and beings
The gods and
gods and
fromThe
reincarnation
embody part of the
their avatars
their
avatars
through
atman, or
accumulating
universal soul
positive karma

Buddhism
Siddhartha
Gautama,
Buddha

Breaking
Siddhartha
the cycle
of Reincarnation
Gautama, to
reachBuddha
nirvana

Primary
Architecture
Populations

Rou
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Gr
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Church
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the E
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Obey God’s law
until the coming of
Worldwide, most
the Messiah, when a
live inTorah
North
Torah
peaceful age will
America
begin and the dead
shall rise
Submission to the
Worldwide, most in Worldwide, most in
will of God to find
the Middle East,
the Middle East, Frida
peace, and to do
North and West
North and West must g
more good than bad
Africa,
Africa,
the mo
Qur’an
Qur’an
Mosque
in order to go to
the
southeastern
southeastern
Paradise and escape
Europe and South Europe and South midda
the Fire after
East Asia
East Asia
resurrecting
Achieving moksha,
Vedas,
Vedas,
or the liberation Worldwide, but
Upanishads,
Upanishads,
from reincarnation most in India and
Puranas,
Puranas,
other parts of
through
Mahabharata
Mahabharata
accumulating
southern Asia
and Ramayana
and Ramayana
positive karma

Hind
temp
Worldwide, but
shrines
most
in India
Temples
andand
Te
make o
other
parts of
Shrines
pray, s
southern Asia
list
teac

Frequ
dev
Breaking
the cycle
Temples,
T
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Tripitaka,
Worldwide, most in Worldwide, most in depe
of
Reincarnation
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of the to teachings of the Shrines, Stupas,
Shri
Asia
Asia
acce
reach
Buddha
nirvana
Buddha
and Monasteries
and
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or mo

Routine
Group
Ritual

Life-cycle
Rituals

Festivals/ Holy
Days

Individual Ritual

Baptism,
Confirmation,
Marriage, Death

Christmas, Epiphany,
Lent, Holy Week,
Easter, Ascension Day,
Pentecost

Prayer, reading the
Bible

Male circumcision,
Bar/Bat Mitzvh,
Marriage,
Burial/cremation
and mourning

Rosh Hashana, Yom
Kippur, Sukkot, Simhat
Torah, Hanukah, Tu
B’Shevat, Purim,
Pesach, Shavout, and
Tishah B’Av

Observation of the
Sabbath, Obedience to
food law (the eating of
kosher food only),
Study of the Torah,
and pray 3 times a day

que

Fridays, men
must gather at
the mosque for
the aftermidday prayer

Male circumcision,
Marriage, and
burial

Muharram, Ramadan,
Lailat ul Qadr, Eid ulFitr, 8-13 Dhu-l-Hijja,
Eid-ul Adha, Maulid al
Nabi

Prayer five times a
day, Eating only Halal
meat, refusing alcohol,
not gambling,

es and
nes

Hindus visit
temples and
shrines daily to
make offerings,
pray, sing, and
listen to
teachings

16 Samskaras, or
rituals that begin
before a child is
born and end at
death with
cremation

Mahashivaratri,
Sarasvati Puja, Holi,
Rama Naumi, Ratha
Yatra, Raksha
Bandhan,
Janmashtami,
Navaratri, Dussehra,
Divali

Bhakti is devotion to
one or more deities
through chanting,
hymns, music, and
dancing. Puja is
presenting offerings
near a shrine daily,
Yoga

ecture

rch

ogue:
a house
mbly,
study,
use of
yer

ples,
Stupas,
asteries

Church
Service/Mass
usually on
Sundays,
celebration of
the Eucharist
Services on
Sabbaths, or
Saturdays and
festival days.
Sabbaths have
strict guidelines

Frequency of
New Year Festival,
Ordination as a
devotion
Vesakha, Asalha,
monk or nun can
Diet, meditation,
depends on
Assayuja, Kattika,
happen at any age
chanting, and offerings
access to a
and does not have
Kathina, among others
to shrines and temples
shrine, temple,
in different traditions
to last the lifetime
or monastery
Breuilly, Elizabeth, Joanne O’Brien, and Martin Palmer. Religions of the World:
The Illustrated Guide to Origins, Beliefs, Traditions & Festivals. Ed. Martin E.
Marty. New York: Transedition Limited, 1997. Print.
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Architecture Inspired by Ritual

Spiritual architecture’s program is dictated by the ritual needs of
users. Individuals of faith and spirituality have the ritual needs of
prayer and meditation, so spiritual architecture for the individual
has to support the variety of prayer and meditation needs of its users. Multi-faith spiritual architecture has to not only accommodate a
variety of needs, but aso avoid giving preference to one belief set or
deter any belief sets.
Diagrams scanned from:
Breuilly, Elizabeth, Joanne O’Brien, and Martin Palmer. Religions of the World: The Illustrated Guide
to Origins, Beliefs, Traditions & Festivals. Ed. Martin E. Marty. New York: Transedition Limited, 1997.
Print.

8

R e se a rc h and D o c u m e nt a t ion
9

Spiritual Architecture and the “Sacred” Over Time

Spiritual architecture over time has been influenced by what the culture at
the time considered “sacred,” from the decorated caves of prehistoric cultures
celebrating their conception of nature as sacred to the human forms imposed on
nature of Greek temples who considered the human form as sacred, and beyond.
This time line, inspired by “The Earth, The Temple, and Today” by Vincent
Scully, shows the progression of this relationship between what is considered
“sacred” and the resulting architectural form. With the American Dream and
a capitalist/consumerist society, the perspective of the individual could be what
contemporary society considers “sacred,” which further supports the need for
multi-faith architecture for the individual.

Scully, Vincent. “The Earth, The Temple, and Today.” Constructing the Ineffable: Contemporary Sacred
Architecture. Ed. Karla Britton. New Haven, CT: Yale School of Architecture, 2010. Print.
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Images from a larger research project by the University of Manchester
Brand, Ralf, and Andrew Crompton. Multi-Faith Spaces - Symptoms and Agents of Religious and
Social Change. Manchester Architecture Research Centre, 2012. Web. <http://www.sed.manchester.
ac.uk/architecture/research/mfs/index.htm>.

Existing Small Scale Multi-Faith Architecture

Small scale multi-faith architecture does exist, especially as additional
program spaces in hospitals, airports, and universities. However, most
of these spaces are empty rooms with some chairs in them. In order
to accommodate people of all faiths, designers leave the spaces empty,
which often results in an under-designed and less-than-inspiring space.
By determining symbols/imagery that are not specific to one religion
and hold symbolic value to all people of any or no religion, such as
the elements of nature, such spaces can be designed with purpose and
inspiration.
12

S i t e an d C o ntex t I nfo rm at ion

The project is sited in New York City because
of the city’s international allure, tourism rate,
and fast-paced culture. New York City clearly
supports capitalist and consumerist society
with its financial district, shopping, and times
square, all emphasizing personal gain and
pleasure.
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As the goal is to use the four natural
elements of fire, air, water, and earth to
express the divine in the individual chapels,
four sanctuaries, with a focus on one major
element each, will be created. The chapels
must operate independently, in different
parts of the city, but they must relate to each
other so the integrity of the project remains.
Therefore, the four sites must be separate, but
close enough to be coherent, and should be in
different districts of the city.
The four chosen sites are each in different
districts of the city, are close to subway stops,
and are situated along Broadway Street, one
of the main veins of the city.
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Program

P ro g r a m

In order to acknowledge that the meditative moment can happen anywhere, and
does not always require solitude, the sanctuaries are designed to accommodate a
range of involvement from the passer-by to the passer-through to the user. The
design, therefore, inspires the meditative moment for the passer-by, encourages brief
interaction by the passer-through, and allows for separation and ritual use by the user.

Meditative moment on
the street level

Space for
individual ritual

Concept

The Elements of Nature
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This project uses the elements of nature to inspire spiritual/meditative moments
because they are not religious-specific, but hold symbolic value in all religions and
in secular context. The project is not intended to inspire the worship of the elements
of nature, but to inspire a spiritual/meditative moment through a special relationship
with the elements of nature.

EARTH

WATER

AIR

FIRE
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Fir e Sanct ua ry

Located in the financial district of Manhattan, across the street from Zuccotti
Park and near Ground Zero, the site has a lot of inherent “fire” and passion. At
the street, the sanctuary is a series of benches where people can sit. One enters
the building through labrynth-like ramps that lead underground into the main
space. Passers-through can then watch the fire, or interact with the prayer wall.
Users can also enter one of the four rooms and meditate or pray.
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To enforce the strength of the concept, there is only one fire in the space, so meditation
rooms open to the same fire. While this might cause distraction, it allso creates visibility
to promote safety.

In the main space opposite the end of the ramps, there is a “prayer wall,” made of brick
with bricks missing, both for acoustics reasons, and to allow people to insert prayers
and flameless candles. This creates an option of brief interaction for the passer-through.

18

Fir e Sanct ua ry
19

The acoustics of the space are meant to be as quiet as possible, while preserving the natural
materials of brick and stone. The final design has an absorption coefficient of .30 which means
it has “medium” to “dead” acoustics.

The ramp from the surface to the main room is shaped like a labyrinth,
which is used for movement meditation. Slits in the walls allow views to the
fire.

The main room has four individual meditation rooms that focus on the fire,
but also has open space for passers-through to look at the fire. The main axis
is through the center of the space from the end of the ramp to the prayer wall.
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Air Sa nctuar y
21

The Air Sanctuary is sited on Houston Street in the shopping district of Manhattan, where there are many billboards, both standing alone and on the sides
of buildings. People on the site are often looking up at the billboards on the site,
aware of the air between them and the surrounding buildings. This sanctuary
takes the existing structure of a billboard and enhances it to be useable. Glazed
with translucent panels on the exterior, the only interior definition are walls
made by extending the mullions into the space. Those who wish to use the space
must go to the edge of the glazing, where the walls then act as blinders to create
the impression of personal space, and where they can see the surrounding view
and can be seen by passers-by below.

Life Force		

Clouds

Vehicle of the gods
22

Air Sa nctuar y

The lighting of the building is meant to make it a glowing box. The ceiling is made of translucent glass that encases direct-indirect lamps, which makes the ceiling glow. The walls have
LED lights on the end so they back-light the people using the space, projecting their shadow
onto the glazing, which then becomes a sign to spectators below.
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The sanctuary becomes a symbol that sacred can be found in the secular, as
a billboard can become a meditation space.
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Wat er Sa n ctu ary
25

The water sanctuary is located near Madisson Square Park, next to the Flatiron
Building. It acts as an extension of the park, with shallow reflecting pools and a
large waterfall wall. Meditation boxes intersect the waterfall wall, where people
have the privacy to enter and use the spaces. A wall towards the street separates
the architecture from the street, and spaces are carved out so the passer-through
can sit and view the waterfall wall. As with the other sanctuaries, this is designed
to accommodate the passer-by, passer-through, and user.

A

B

B

N

A
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Wat er Sa n ctu ary

The boxes have slits between their walls and ceiling so that light and rain can come into the
space, and so that there is some visibility into the space from the outside for safety reasons.
The lighting is hidden in the slits so that the light is all indirect, whether reflecting off of the
water that passes under the walls into the space, or sheering the walls.
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The passers-by can enjoy looking at the water features. The passers-through can sit
and watch the waterfall or touch it. The users can enter into the boxes and use that
space for ritual.
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Ear th Sa n ctu ary

The earth sanctuary is a simple room that connects to an existing subway tunnel.
Light tubes puncture the thickness of the earth, symbolizing divine light coming
to meet the earthly realm of the mortals.

29

30

31

In st alla tion

32

The goal of this project is not to create a new religion or to say
that all religions are the same. The goal is to acknowledge that the

Con cl usion

adaptation of multi-faith spiritual architecture to the scale of the

33

individual would better serve the needs of contemporary people.
The project is a journey into how multi-faith architecture for the
individual can be realized. Each of the four sanctuaries focuses on
a different element of nature, developing concepts and strategies
to fulfill the ideas stated in the thesis. The installation is a further
expansion of the thesis, a prototype for an even smaller scale of
individual architecture. These projects seek to realize the ideas
stated in the thesis.
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